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2 In Reagan's case, his role was to lift the gloom that had descended over the country during the Carter presidency, with its economic decline and foreign humiliations; to demonstrate that in America, it was indeed morning again. In Hawke's, it was to take full advantage of the improving national mood in 1983 associated with the end of a drought and a recession, and the victory of an Australian syndicate in the America's Cup yachting competition in Newport, Rhode Island.
We should not exaggerate the similarities. Reagan had once been a Roosevelt 'New Deal' Democrat but he was now of the right. Hawke, having begun his ACTU presidency as the left's nominee, was now 'right' in the context of his formally 'democratic socialist' party but a pragmatist increasingly criticised by the left inside and especially outside the ALP as having abandoned Labor ideals and traditions. Each, however, was a charismatic and popular leader who had achieved celebrity outside formal politics-Reagan in show business, Hawke as a national union leader and media superstar who was as much a showman as Reagan. They both 1 Inaugural Professorial Lecture, The Australian National University, 10 May 2017. This version has been edited and amended in light of two astute referees' reports, for which the author is grateful, and the passage of time. appealed to voters above the formal structures of party and government, creating an almost mystical bond with the people which helped sustain a powerful sense of destiny. Yet destiny often needed helping along; each was flexible, being willing to compromise in ways that could be dismissed as mere expediency by their more ideologically committed allies and opponents, but which helps to account for their political longevity. 3 The rise of transnational and global histories in the early twenty-first century sometimes obscures the reality that much-perhaps mosthistory being written about the modern world is still national. By 'national history' I do not mean 'nationalist history', although the categories can and do overlap. Historians with a popular following still perform the part of the storytellers of their tribe, a phrase I borrow gratefully from Iain McCalman; sometimes addressing their audience as 'we'; 4 at worst, trading in familiar and comforting national stereotypes; at best, challenging familiar ways of thinking and seeing.
I am myself a national historian. Both of my recent books-a history of Australian sexuality since 1788 and a history of Australia in the 1980s-take 'Australia' as their subject.
5 But a national history that treats 'Australia' as its basic unit of study inevitably misses something of the contingency of such a category. 'Australia' is the product not only of a local political settlement but also of global and transnational forces such as imperial conquest and decolonisation, industrialisation, migration, the expansion of capital, the development of trade, and exchanges of information, knowledge, ideas and culture. The best national histories treat the nation-state as embedded in global networks shaped by these forces. But it remains a valid criticism that most national histories deal inadequately with such challenges. The mere telling of a story about 'the nation' can imply a singularity or exceptionalism, even a selfcontainment. 6 We can easily miss the common elements in the leadership styles of a Reagan and a Hawke.
My lecture is, in part, a reflection on these problems, which I discuss in reference to what I'm calling the global 1980s. The decade has received increasing historical attention as with the passage of time it passes from current affairs to contemporary history. Historians now seem increasingly confident in placing the 1980s in the context of a broader sweep of time.
7 Some treat the decade as the end of an era in world history, placing 1989, and the end of the Cold War, alongside such momentous and revolutionary years as 1789 and 1917. 8 Famously, beginning with a controversial article published in 1989 and culminating in a 1992 book, Francis Fukuyama declared that moment as 'The End of History', by which he meant that liberal democracy and capitalism had emerged as the only viable economic and political systems. There was a universal pattern discernible in 'History', and this was where it was going. Sure, there might be discontinuities along History's journey-the extinction of the dinosaurs and the rise of the Nazis were examples-but the process was coherent and unidirectional. '[W]e have trouble imagining a world that is radically better than our own', he explained, 'or a future that is not essentially democratic and capitalist '. 9 There is little point in providing yet another critique of this flawed exercise in latter-day Hegelianism a quarter of a century after its publication. It is more pertinent to my purpose to suggest that the confidence and optimism of 'The End of History' thesis was probably only possible in the late 1980s and early 1990s, in those years between the fall of the Berlin Wall and 9/11, or perhaps before the genocides in east Africa and southeastern Europe of the mid-1990s. It is an artefact-a period piece, if you like-through which we can read the effects of rapid and far-reaching change that was unthinkable just a few years before. It is little wonder then that a recent American collection of essays on the decade calls the 1980s 'A Critical and Transitional Decade'. But that book is almost exclusively concerned with the US; Part 4, which promises to consider the world beyond America's borders, is meaningfully called '"We are the World"', but there is little sign of any irony in the recycling of this well-known 1980s song title. Historical knowledge is not nationally neutral; a political economy of knowledge ensures that the histories of powerful Western countries as a rule do better in a global academic and publishing marketplace than those of smaller nations, to say nothing of the well-known divisions between the global North and South. It has been a feature of transnationalism in history that it has drawn renewed attention to the relevance of local or national stories to a larger scene. Localities-such as towns or cities-will sometimes figure in such histories as 'nodes' in a 'network', but in practice the histories of many places become invisible, or very nearly so.
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The contrast of this present rather ambiguous place for national history with what might be thought of as the 'golden age' of Australian history in the years between the 1960s and 1980s seems very stark. From the beginning of the 1960s, the end of empire, the eclipse of Australian Britishness and the emergence of the so-called new nationalism formed the background to the rise of Australian history. 12 In many ways, the prominence of the subject in the public sphere reflected the generational experience of those who had come to adulthood in the 1950s and 1960s and felt there had been insufficient access to Australian culture in their formal education. More generally, Australian history was part of a declaration of independence from the British Empire; there were similar developments in Canada, New Zealand, India, the Caribbean and even, arguably, within Britain itself, with the rise of Scottish and Welsh nationalism. Yet, paradoxically, the rise of Australian history from the 1960s to the 1980s coincided with the rise of a critical social history, stimulated by international influences, that gave voice and agency to women, Indigenous people, the working class, immigrants, and ethnic and sexual minorities. The preoccupations of the 'new social history' presented Australian history with a strangely divided personality. It fostered a sense of national distinctiveness and belonging, even as it drew attention to diversity, exclusion and discrimination and cast a critical eye over national stereotypes. This was a creative tension, although one that paved the way for historical transnationalism once the nationalist impulses that had given rise to the Australian history boom took a rather different turn in an age of more intense globalisation during the 1990s. In the 1980s, however, the boom was in full swing. Books about the Australian past appeared in vast numbers on an ever-growing variety of subjects, including in the genres of Aboriginal family history, autobiography and memoir-think of the success of Sally Morgan and Ruby Langford Ginibi. Peter Carey's Booker prize-winning historical novel, Oscar and Lucinda, was set largely in colonial New South Wales and climaxed in an exploration party's massacre of Indigenous people.
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Convict history seemed to do particularly well around the time of the Bicentenary of 1988, with historians such as Robert Hughes and Babette Smith writing very different kinds of books on the era.
14 Anzac began its modern meteoric rise, launched in 1981 by the success of Peter Weir's film Gallipoli and Albert Facey's book A Fortunate Life, later a television mini-series. 15 Historians-a few of them at least-were seen frequently in the media; they were as ubiquitous then as specialists in terrorism, international relations and strategic studies are today. TV mini-series screened on a bewildering variety of historical topics. The First Fleet re-enactment would soon be sailing into Sydney Harbour, Coca-Cola logo and all. The Australian National University's own Manning Clark wandered the land as the Bicentennial celebrity par excellence, his sixvolume History even becoming the subject of a stage musical. Clark looked and sounded like an Old Testament prophet: how was it that in a country seen as secular-minded, egalitarian, democratic, informal and even anti-intellectual, Clark-with his searching spirituality, his wellhoned biblical language and his cryptic literary allusions-came to achieve this strange status? Possibly the national stereotype itself is flawed; that many Australians of the 1970s and 1980s had a remarkably old-fashioned hunger for a dignified national symbolism that could be taken seriously by 'old' countries. Here was evidence that Australia had a conscience and a soul. And his books, in their stately dust-jackets-they would not have been out of place next to the family Bible-showed that Australia also had a history, that it was not just an obscure footnote to the British Empire. The most influential contributions to understandings of the 1980s are the work of journalists rather than professional historians: notably Paul Kelly, editor-at-large for The Australian. In Australia journalists have been more willing than historians to write of the recent past. Their professional work provides them with a public profile, and with contacts, stories and files that, with much or little effort, can be translated into book-length publication. Certainly, Kelly's The End of Certainty: The Story of the 1980s (1992) remains the most influential account of Australia in that decade. 17 Kelly tells his story in terms of its movers and shakers. It is largely the view from Canberra's Parliamentary Press Gallery, with all of the benefits, and the limitations, of such a perspective.
Kelly's was a contemporary history in almost every sense one might imagine, appearing in 1992 when the 1980s were a recent memory and, for many, an unhappy one because they seemed a time of corporate greed and policy failure that led to a nasty recession. But Kelly sets the 1980s in a wider context-the rise and fall of what he calls 'the Australian Settlement' in the 90 years between 1901 and 1991-and much of its intellectual power comes out of that manner of framing his 1980s narrative. For Kelly, the decade mattered because it had seen a Labor government open up the economy to the world, deregulating the financial sector, reducing tariff protection, decentralising the industrial relations system and selling public assets. Yet, for all its emphasis on Australia's integration into the world economy, Kelly's story is a national one, addressed to a national audience, and designed to produce national effects; that is, to persuade Australians of the wisdom of the changes the previous decade had wrought and to urge them to support a politics that would extend them in the 1990s. 18 Kelly assumes the role of a kind of tribal storyteller, addressing the 'imagined community' of the nation about its past and prospects. more commonly known as 'neoliberalism'. Responding to the recession of 1982-83, Labor's election policy was recognisably Keynesian as well as protectionist; increased spending would revive a faltering economy, and a recession which had seen the loss of thousands of manufacturing jobs was no time for tariff cuts. 20 Yet, almost from the moment Labor came to power, it shifted from this traditional approach, with both Hawke and the Treasurer, Paul Keating, worrying that excessive spending would lead to the very kind of inflationary break-out that had played such a large role in destroying both the Whitlam and Fraser governments. Keynesian economists and advisers soon found themselves on the outer. The most spectacular changes occurred initially in the Australian financial sector, where the government floated the dollar in December 1983-a decision recognised then, and even more forcibly since, as a critical moment in the making of modern Australia-followed by a decision in 1984 to allow foreign banks to begin operating locally. At the same time as it subjected the economy and its own decision-making ever more closely to the judgement of the global market, the new government self-consciously cultivated an image of fiscal rectitude, seeking to place as much distance as it could between itself and the Whitlam Government. It moved away from that government's emphasis on universalism in welfare, with the notable exception of a new system of health insurance, Medicare.
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Many of these changes were disorientating because they were introduced by a Labor Party that had historically sought to control rather than unleash market forces. But Australia's shift towards deregulation was anything but exceptional. Such changes occurred across the world, most famously in the case of Britain under Margaret Thatcher and the US under Ronald Reagan. 22 The advance of the market occurred irrespective of whether the centre-left or the centre-right held office. 23 The case of France is particularly instructive because the shift seemed so unlikely when Socialist 24 Policies of the early years included nationalisation, public sector expansion, a lower retirement age, a shorter working week, more paid holidays, increased minimum wages, pro-union labour laws and a wealth tax. But inflation remained high and the country suffered a foreign exchange crisis that culminated in a decision to devalue the franc in March 1983. Australia, it might be noted, devalued in the same month, as one of the first decisions of the new Labor Government. A 'Socialist U-turn' followed in France, a policy of 'austerity'. During the period of 'cohabitation' in the mid1980s-that is, a Socialist Party President, Mitterrand, and a conservative prime minister, Jacques Chirac-industries that had been nationalised in the early 1980s were privatised. Chirac also cut taxes and spending, abolished price controls and introduced labour market reforms.
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The parallels with the Australian story seem fairly obvious. Indeed, the realisation that in an age of globalisation it was impossible for any particular country to follow its own course without due regard for the economic world bequeathed by the end of the long boom took a distinctive form in each country. Nonetheless, the transnational neoliberal revolution can be traced in economic histories of the era as diverse as those of Spain, Ghana, Chile and New Zealand, to say nothing of China's market reforms under Deng Xiaoping.
In the fields of culture, consumption and technology, too, where a transnational or global story seems nearly unavoidable, it is nonetheless surprising how wedded historical interpretation remains to national perspective. 26 The major new technologies of home and work, such as the video cassette recorder (VCR), the fax machine and the personal computer, can only be understood in the context of global consumer capitalism. True, the fax machine was a particularly revolutionary technology in Japan because of the ease with which images of Japanese characters could be communicated, but it was hardly less so in Australia, where the number of units in the country expanded from something like 8,000 to 50,000 between 1984 and 1987. It was a major boon for a place 24 so distant from the world's major markets. 27 The VCR was also becoming ubiquitous, climbing from one in 20 Australian households early in the decade to more than half by 1987. 28 Personal computers spread across homes and workplaces as they became cheaper, in the process helping to create the global phenomenon of Julian Assange, a teenager in the mid1980s but already a confirmed computer geek soon after acquiring his first Commodore 64. He would become the twenty-first century's ultimate celebrity global citizen, rivalled in that status only by another Australian who, in 1985, swapped his Australian for American citizenship to expand his media empire: Rupert Murdoch. A properly transnational history of the US in the 1980s that ignored Mick Dundee would surely overlook one of that country's dream-heroes, a figure fit to take his place beside Reagan, and as evocative of the nostalgic fantasy that historians have identified as a powerful strain of the era. 33 Similarly, a properly transnational history of Britain would need to make room for Neighbours, which assumed a notable place in the dream-life of Thatcher's Britain. Transnational perspectives will not supersede national histories of the 1980s nor, indeed, of any other era, but national histories will be the poorer for their failure to take full account of research attuned to the transnational and the global.
You can, if you wish, try to forget about the eighties, but, as the rise of that quintessentially eighties 'American Man' Donald Trump would suggest, the eighties do not wish to forget about us. Given the decade's ubiquity in both the nostalgia industry and in public discourse, we are unlikely to be able to forget about the 1980s entirely, but there is a politics of memory in which we are enjoined to do our best to overlook some things while recalling others-sometimes through rose-tinted glasses that can make them virtually unrecognisable to anyone who bothers researching the era. As Dennis Glover has recently reminded us in his affectionate, angry, nostalgic, elegiac and moving book about his home-town of Doveton in outer-suburban Melbourne, there is a 1980s 'reform' cheer-squad, led by the two Pauls, Kelly and Keating, that enjoins us to forget the reality-still so evident in the post-industrial landscapes of many communities-that the decade had its 'losers', those with skills not valued in the post-eighties, post-recession, deregulated economy. 34 One of my own students in an economic history class, after I had explained that there were Australian industrial suburbs and towns with a rate of unemployment above 15 per cent in the 1980s, asked how such communities had recovered. The sad answer, of course, is that many still have not; indeed, some face further ordeals as Australian car manufacturing ends and steel-making comes under increasing pressure. industry restructuring under Labor: 'And do you know what they found?' Keating replies, 'A better job a week later, in a growing economy with big employment growth'. 'You make it sound so simple', replies a sceptical O'Brien. 35 And so he does: Keating, that great political salesman, wants us to remember the 1980s, but he also wants us to do some forgetting, too.
He is not alone there. We can be fairly certain that in this post-Mabo age of sweetness and light in relations between mining companies and Indigenous people-or at least some of them-the mining industry does not want us to remember too vividly the days when its anti-land rights television advertising showed a black hand building a brick wall across a map of Western Australia containing the warning:
And it would be no more polite to recall mining executive Hugh Morgan's denigration of Aboriginal culture as barbaric and cannibalistic.
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And then there is the Melbourne historian Geoffrey Blainey, who tells media interviewers these days of his role in campaigning against the pace of Asian immigration to Australia in the 1980s: 'I was simply saying that social cohesion is important'. 37 This may well be how Blainey now recalls his role in a highly emotional debate, but it is a sanitised summary. Beginning with the dubious claim that Asians represented 'the favored majority' in Australia's immigration policy, Blainey later went on to condemn the Hawke Government for its 'Asianisation' and 'Surrender Australia' policies. He cited South Africa under apartheid as an example of a failed multicultural society. His image of recent immigration history crystallised as one of discrimination against British and European applicants, of Asians being preferred for government jobs, of a 'secret room' in Canberra where officials manipulated Australia's immigration intake, of ordinary Australian working people turned into 'refugees', outcasts and strangers in their own land. 38 Liberal Party leaders flirted with Blainey's ideas, briefly in 1984 and then again in 1988, when John Howard fatally (for his own leadership) decided to make an issue of the pace of Asian immigration. Bipartisanship over immigration and multiculturalism largely held but in the longer run, the image of neglected and alienated 'old Australians' championed by Blainey has been resilient. Today, it finds expression in the melancholy image of a betrayed and abandoned white working class at the heart of conservative politics, whether in Trump's America, Brexit England, or among the Hansonite minority in Australia. And in a peculiarly rural form, it figures in the effort of National Party leader Barnaby Joyce to articulate a basis for the revival of his stalled political career. 39 The historians of the post-World War eclipse of Britishness in Australia now often treat the 1960s as the critical turning point in the country's civic identity. In some accounts the period appears almost as one of existential crisis, as Australians took their place among the abandoned Britons left high and dry by the United Kingdom's turn to Europe. Yet in the 'new' nationalist rhetoric of the 1960s and 1970s, one searches in vain for a sense that Australia would cease to be a white nation. The language of Britishness went into decline, and an explicit language of whiteness with it. But the widespread assumption, until the mid-1970s and the appearance of large numbers of Asian migrants in the wake of the Vietnam War, was that Australia could engage with Asia and abandon its offensive White Australia Policy without fundamental change to its essential whiteness and Western-ness. 40 This helps explain the kinds of anxieties that emerged in the 1980s, by which time it was clear that more fundamental changes were occurring. In my reading, the 1980s becomes a turning point in the history of Australian national identity, the moment when, as Ghassan Hage has so vividly put it, the appearance of 'Third World Looking People' in Australian streets began to raise more fundamental questions about national selfhood than those suggested by the liquidation of the British Empire in the 1960s. 41 But there are also other, more immediate political issues at stake in how we remember. The dilemmas, conflicts and habits of thought that we find in the 1980s still cast their shadow over our own times. We are still being enjoined to worry over threats to national cohesion posed by the latest wave of migrants, with religion intersecting with-and arguably now overwhelming-race as the key signifier of difference.
42
What I want to suggest in the final part of this lecture is that among the most fundamental responsibilities of the national historian is to seek to influence public consciousness with stories that are both true and engaging, and yet sometimes uncomfortable and unsettling. For those who look to the past for a vindication of their own selfhood or past behaviour, the work of historians committed to honest and painstaking historical enquiry can be threatening. To conservative nationalists, such work can look like a dubious form of self-indulgence on the part of over-educated and taxpayer-funded idiots and, even worse, as a threat to Team Australia. We hear this sentiment being expressed every April in complaints about academic historians who challenge this or that aspect of the Anzac legend. Yet, notwithstanding the complications added by claims concerning Anzac's sacredness, the familiar complaints about disloyal academic assaults on Anzackery are really just a special example of a familiar attitude: the idea that histories of the national past should be patriotic, tidy and usable.
Some of these issues arose in one of the more thoughtful reviews of my book The Eighties, that in the Weekend Australian by David Free. Bongiorno, he wrote:
retrieves the forgotten voices of the not-so-great, an approach that is known in the trade as 'history from below'. Whether these voices are always worth reviving is debatable […] Such stuff is the white noise of Australian politics, the dust that had to settle before we could start seeing things in perspective. What do we gain by kicking it up again? Should it fundamentally change our minds about the past?
Free worries that I might be suggesting 'that revisiting the past from below is not merely a useful supplement to hindsight but a revolutionary new way of seeing that trumps the naive journalistic practice of looking at history backwards'. Apparently, this is 'a piece of academic theory being pushed too far. To what degree, exactly, are our retrospective judgments obliged to capture what people felt back then, in the heat of the moment?' 43 The answer to that one is 'to a very great degree', unless you want to write bad history. The great British historian, EP Thompson, is able to help us out here. 'Our only criterion of judgement', he says in the famous preface to The Making of the English Working Class (1963):
should not be whether or not a man's actions are justified in the light of subsequent evolution. After all, we are not at the end of social evolution ourselves. In some of the lost causes of the people of the Industrial Revolution we may discover insights into social evils which we have yet to cure. 44 So, for Thompson, we should try to understand people's actions in light of their own experience and circumstances, rather than assimilating it to the history of what happened next. Paradoxically, in doing so, we are invited to relativise the present, to see our own perspectives and judgements as contingent, indeed as phenomena that might in due course become subject to the condescending or, if posterity is kind to us, the empathetic judgement of future historians.
Nonetheless, the perspective provided by the passing of time also has its role to play, even when, as I do, we write of a past in the living memory of many of us. At one point in his review, Free compares my own treatment of the 1980s to Kelly's in The End of Certainty: 'Bongiorno favours the sympathetic close-up; Kelly takes the chillier long view. And surely the long view, in history and politics, is what matters […] Individual pain matters, but the bigger picture, the retrospective wide shot, matters more'. 45 Again, I disagree: in good history-and certainly in good democratic historythey both matter a very great deal. This is perhaps especially so in the study of the nation, where-as the French historian Ernest Renan suggested in a famous lecture in 1882-the ethical responsibility of the historian to disclose national forgetfulness is critical. 'Forgetting, I would even say historical error', Renan argued:
is an essential factor in the creation of a nation and it is for this reason that the progress of historical studies often poses a threat to nationality. Historical inquiry, in effect, throws light on the violent acts that have taken place at the origin of every political formation, even those that have been the most benevolent in their consequences. Unity is always brutally established. 46 In the case of Australia, the process of 'historical error' and the habit of 'forgetting' are now perhaps best appreciated in relation to the history of violence against Indigenous people, and of what WEH Stanner influentially called 'The Great Australian Silence'. 47 This forgetfulness lies at the heart of the denialism that enjoins us all to celebrate Australia Day each 26 January as an expression of our common belonging, as if we can all regard British settlement as an unalloyed benefit to humanity. But the urge to forget is also at the heart of debates over the 1980s, which are to be celebrated as an era of brave and intelligent economic reform with a human face, but not as a decade of resilient anxiety about Asian migrants and Japanese investors, of unfulfilled promise to Indigenous people, or of an excess that ended in a recession which devastated vulnerable communities and destroyed livelihoods. As Thompson said of the casualties of the English Industrial Revolution, we should not regard such 'casualties of history' only as 'the lost myriads of eternity'. 48 Quite late in my research on The Eighties, I became absorbed in some records in the National Archives of Australia on the Bicentenary. They were collected by the official historian of the Bicentenary, Denis O'Brien, who wrote to country newspapers in 1988, asking people to let him know what they had done on 26 January. The letters reveal that alongside the formal, official and organised events, people did things in their own way, with an emphasis on the sociable, playful celebration of a nation that, they said, made them feel grateful and proud. There were evasions of the darker aspects of Australian history-such as the dispossession of Indigenous people-as well as engagements with it. I loved this material, not least because it confirmed for me that there was a 'history from below' still to be written about 1988, an enduring folk life only mildly influenced by the corporate branding of the Australian Bicentennial Authority and the controversies that had engaged the elites.
There is something oddly poignant about many of these personal stories, perhaps because so many writers wove their intimate experience and feelings for home, family, friends and country around their accounts of the national celebrations. My favourite concerns Tracey Matthies, a countrytown journalist and mother from Leongatha who, after describing a busy day of juggling her multiple roles-such a common story of gender in the 1980s-concluded:
Many people have said our bicentennial marks the end of one era and the beginning of a new one for our nation. In retrospect, I see the same can be said for my family. On January 27, the day after Australia Day, Daley took his first steps and moved from babyhood to toddlerhood. 49 This should not be dismissed as 'white noise', or an unfortunate distraction from the big picture, the wide pattern, the 'chillier longer view'. Rather, it is an Australian woman making meaning of her own professional, personal and family life in the context of a wider and more abstract connection; in this case, to the nation itself. I feel an intense privilege, and responsibility, when someone affords me such a precious glimpse of her life, and such a rare insight into her sense of belonging.
